Abstract: Using questionnaires administered to 1114 school students and 317 university foundation program students, the study aims to investigate students' attitudes towards English as a foreign language (EFL) reading in the two educational contexts: post-basic schools and university foundation programs. The study also explores the extent to which students feel school has prepared them to the reading requirements of their university foundation programs. The study revealed that there were significant differences between school students and university foundation program students in the cognitive and affective dimensions of reading attitude but there were no significant differences in behavioural attitudes. Students also believed that they could not transfer the reading skills they acquired at post-basic education to the English classes at the foundation program because reading is different in the two educational contexts. The study makes a number of pedagogic and administrative recommendations to help bridge the gap between EFL reading in schools and universities.
Reading occupies a prominent place in EFL programs across the world and one can hardly find a language course where developing students' reading skills is not at the forefront of policy makers' attention. Governments and private educational institutions spend a lot of time, money and effort to improve their reading programs and help students acquire a wide range of reading skills that are believed to be indispensible for their present and future academic success. Despite these efforts, there have been a number of observations about students' reluctance to read and about the lack of a reading culture that dominates among students (Al Ajmi, 2003; O'Sullivan, 2004; Al Khamisi, 2014) . Students do not seem to grasp the full potential that reading has in expanding their knowledge and shaping their personalities especially when they see that they can pass exams without doing much reading. It is not uncommon to hear complaints from college teachers and professors about their students' reading levels. Concerns are often raised about what schools are doing in order to help students acquire not only the necessary reading skills but also positive attitudes to read (Teale & Lewis, 1981; Torenbeek, Jansen & Hofman, 2011; Briggs, Clark, & Hall, 2012) .
The transition from school to college requires transition of a whole range of skills and abilities; perhaps reading tops these given that most college courses and their assignments are grounded on reading. According to Jolliffe and Harl (2008) , the move from school to college entails "a transition to different types of reading, different amounts of reading and different approaches to success with reading" (p. 615). We believe that understanding students' perceptions of reading in both school and college settings and their attitudes towards reading is a key to facilitating this schooluniversity transition and helping students with their academic achievements in both contexts.
Understanding reading requires attention to the emotional and affective aspects related to reading and learning (Downing, 1982) . In spite of this importance, compared with research on the cognitive domain, researchers paid less attention to emotional aspects of learning (Yamashita, 2004) . Students' attitudes towards reading is one affective area that is a key to understanding students' reading behaviour.
Some research done on reading attitudes in EFL contexts investigated its different facets/components and has more specifically set to explore its connection to foreign language learning. This link is especially important in contexts where students have limited resources to exposure to the language in its spoken form and have to rely on written texts to assimilate the language and learn it best. Most research has established a connection between having positive attitudes towards reading and improved reading performance (Al Khamisi, 2014; Parker, 2004; Elley & Mangubha, 1983) . This has been recognized by some as a twoway relationship: positive attitudes can increase chances of better reading performance; the latter can similarly get students to develop positive reading attitudes.
In sum, the present study is set to explore Omani students' attitudes towards EFL reading in two educational contexts: their last two years of school (grades 11 and 12) and their first year of college study as they enrol in English foundation programs (FP). Some of the questions the paper aims to answer are: How do students in their final years of school in Oman view reading in their English classes? To what extent do they perceive themselves to be good readers? Do students in the university foundation programs hold similar views? Other questions that the paper aims to explore are: To what extent do students feel school has prepared them to the reading requirements of their foundation programs at university and to what extent they feel they can transfer the reading skills they acquired at school to their new university context.
Review of the literature
A number of definitions of reading attitude can be found in the literature. Smith (1990, p. 215) defines it as "a state of mind, accompanied by feelings and emotions that make reading more or less probable". Parker (2004, p. 57) cited Alexander and Filler (1976) who viewed reading attitude as "a system of feelings" and as something that could cause learners to approach or avoid a reading situation. It can also affect the amount of voluntary reading that students do (Partin & Hendricks, 2002) .
Most research on reading attitude views "attitude" as a complex construct. A number of reasons can account for this complexity. For example, the formation and development of attitude may get affected by different factors and it can evolve or "dissolve" over time.
Studies point to a number of factors that can affect the formation of a positive reading attitude. Partin and Hendricks (2002) explain that secondary school students who regard reading as an attractive activity and enjoy doing it have identified positive role models such as parents, siblings and friends as responsible for their love of reading. Kubis (1996) , cited in Partin and Hendricks (2002) , mentions other factors such as going through a significant event that created a strong positive feeling towards reading. Examples are being read to regularly as children and having the chance to visit public libraries.
Another significant factor that could affect the shaping of attitude is the teaching practices that a teacher uses in class. McRae and Guthrie (2015) explain that while reading widely and frequently is important, it is not adequate. Providing contextual motivational support in class could play a more significant role in enhancing a more positive attitude towards reading. When planning and implementing reading instruction in class, teachers need to consider students' emotions toward reading topics and reading activities. Failure to do so would impact not only a student's view of reading but could also taint further reading experiences (Fountas & Pinnell, 2012) .
Another reason that can account for the complexity of attitude is that it has multiple variables. Researchers on reading attitude agree that it can be defined by three components:
1. The cognitive component which includes personal and evaluative beliefs. It can also refer to thoughts and attributes that people associate with reading.
2. The affective component, which comprises an individual's feelings and emotions towards reading material and/or the reading process.
3. The behavioral component which covers behaviours and behavioural intentions. This can also include past experiences regarding reading.
Research on attitude indicates that although these three components are different, they are not completely independent of each other (Maio & Haddock, 2009 ). They could interrelate and the degree of presence and strength of each one of them could vary from one individual to another. A number of studies have in fact reported that students generally tend to think of themselves as "good" readers. A study that investigated primary students reading attitudes and self-concept in different countries revealed that internationally, students in primary classes seem to view themselves as good or at least moderately good readers (Mullis, Martin, Kennedy, & Foy, 2007) . Similarly, a preliminary investigation of students' perceptions towards reading in one specific FP context in Oman was carried out as part of the present study (Tuzlokova, AlSeyabi, Al-Rawahi, & Al-Owasi, 2014) . Findings of this investigation revealed that almost two thirds of the students felt they were good at reading and that they often used it as a tool to improve their English language. Overall, students had positive attitudes towards reading.
Some models of reading attitude, however, warn that positive reading attitudes do not necessarily lead to active reading behaviour. Mathewson (2004) , for example, asserted that a learner's attitude might be positive but he/she lacks the intention to read or continue reading. The latter construct, one's intention to read/continue reading can be influenced by a wide range of factors such as motivation and the availability of reading material and resources.
There are very few studies that have looked closely at reading attitudes and their manner of development over time. Most of these were conducted in L1 contexts. For example, Smith (1990) conducted a longitudinal investigation of reading attitude development from childhood to adulthood and followed individuals over nearly 40 years. One of her findings was that the attitudes shaped in early adulthood, that is, around the time students finished high school -compared to childhood-can account for one third of the variance in adults' reading attitude. Other studies indicated that even though children tend to have relatively positive attitudes towards both recreational and school-based reading, these unfortunately tend to drop when students reach higher grades in their schools (Kush & Watkins, 2010) . In his review of attitudinal research, McKenna (2008) observes that most studies report that reading attitude tend to worsen over time. One possible reason cited by him is that as children grow up, more leisure options become available to them and these tend to compete with reading.
Although the present study is not longitudinal as it is not based on investigating attitudes of the same group of students as they move across two consecutive educational contexts, we still believe it can provide us with insights on how students in both post-basic schools and foundation programs in Oman view reading in their English class and the factors that affect their attitudes. This could in turn help us gain a better understanding of reading and whether the reading difficulties that are often reported could at least be partially attributed to students' attitudes towards reading.
Method Population and sample
With regard to post-basic school students, the population of the study comprised all students doing post-basic education (grades 11 and 12) in the three educational governorates involved in the study in the academic year 2013-2014. These were Muscat, Batinah South and Dhakeleya. With the help of English teachers and senior English teachers, questionnaires were distributed to intact classes from six randomly chosen schools from each governorate.
As for university foundation programs, the population comprised students doing the foundation program in the three universities: Sultan Qaboos University, Nizwa University and Sohar University. The questionnaire was distributed by teachers to intact classes from the different levels of the foundation programs in the three universities (see Table 1 that shows the distribution of students from each group and in each governorate for more information). 
Instrumentation
To investigate students' perceptions of different aspects pertinent to their EFL reading in grades 11 and 12 and later in the foundation program, a questionnaire in the English language was developed. The questionnaire was validated by a jury comprising faculty members from the College of Education and College of Arts at Sultan Qaboos University as well as curriculum experts from the Ministry of Education in Oman. After establishing its validity, the questionnaire was translated into Arabic, the students' mother language and administered to school and university students during class time. The reliability of the questionnaire was also established using Cronbach's alpha and was found to be .68, which is considered an acceptable level of reliability.
Data presented and discussed in the present study were obtained from one scale on reading attitudes included in both questionnaires: school students and foundation program students. The scale used a five point Lickert scale that ranged from "strongly agree" to "strongly disagree". In this subscale, students were asked to indicate to what extent they agreed or disagreed with a list of points reflecting various issues that examined their attitudes towards reading.
The questionnaire included items that targeted the three attitude components as identified in the literature: The cognitive component looked at students' use of reading as a tool to improve their English language, and their beliefs of the relative importance of the reading skill compared with other skill areas. As for the behavioural dimension of attitude, this was addressed through items that looked at the amount of preparation students had for their reading classes, and the amount of extensive reading they did. Items addressing the affective component of attitude included value of reading to one's self, students' evaluation of their ability and their enjoyment of reading. There were also a few items that investigated students' perceptions of the role that their families and friends played in encouraging them to read as well as the way they felt about teachers' teaching methods of the reading skill.
The questionnaire for foundation program students included a few extra items that sought to investigate FP students' views on whether reading at school is different from reading at the university, and the extent to which they felt school has prepared them for the reading demands of the university. Another item was concerned with students' ability to transfer the reading skills they learned at school to their English class at the university foundation programs. SPSS was used to analyse data gathered from the questionnaires.
Results and discussion
Students' attitudes towards EFL reading Table 2 shows the means and standard deviations for the three types of attitudes: cognitive, affective and behavioural and for the individual items underneath each type. It also displays t-test results for differences between students in post-basic schools and students in foundation programs in the different types of their attitudes towards reading.
Based on the results displayed in Table 2 , there were significant differences (p < .01) between school students and FP students in two dimensions of their attitudes towards EFL reading: the cognitive dimension and the affective dimension. In all individual items of the affective attitudes sub-scale, FP students seemed to get higher mean scores than school students. To start with, foundation program students reported the highest scored mean in the whole questionnaire, which was (4.48) in the first statement, " [We] like learning the English language", compared to the mean score of 4.26 among school learners. With regard to reading, students expressed their preference towards reading and discussing passages of English texts in the English lesson.
Although not significant, this finding still shows a higher mean score with foundation program students than school ones. Students have also affectively expressed that they "enjoy reading other texts besides the textbooks such as stories and newspapers". University students displayed more affinity and high attitude towards this practice thanks to their responsibility and maturity maybe. Another possible reason is that reading material as well as access to reading resources is more widely available to university students, whereas it is more confined to schoolwork and, in a few cases school libraries at the school setting. This result goes in par with what has been documented in the literature. With regard to cognitive aspects of attitude, which cover, among other things, learners' evaluative beliefs of their reading, the results revealed significant differences between school students and university FP students (p < 0.05). University foundation program students expressed a better contentment towards their reading potentials than school students did. However, despite university students' overall positive satisfaction with their level, they still achieved low in reading (Mean = 3.44) compared to school students (Mean = 3.53) who believed they had good scores in this skill. It seems here that students come to reading classes with high motivation but less competence in dealing with and tackling reading requirements. This might be partly attributed to the fact that reading requirements in foundation programs are more demanding than school requirements and, hence, it is more likely that students get lower scores in their reading tests.
Also, related to the cognitive domain, students reported that they "often use reading as a tool to improve [their] English language". This statement showed almost a similar mean score for both school (3.74) and university (3.75) students. This reflects the students' awareness of the importance of reading as an empowering skill in the process of learning English. However, in spite of this acknowledged importance, students at the university level felt that speaking and listening in English are more important than learning to read, a result that echoes findings revealed by other studies conducted in the same university context (Al Seyabi, 1995) . This could be a result of students' tendency to equate proficiency in English as a foreign language with the ability to speak it fluently.
Furthermore, mindfulness and awareness are another issue; university students tend to be more aware of the usefulness and effectiveness of extensive reading. Hence, they do a lot of outside reading. This reflects the availability of resources for students in universities and that school students lack those resources to help them with their learning. In contrast to this, school students scored the lowest mean score in this regard (2.17). More interesting is the fact that other studies confirmed this finding and that "Jordanian EFL students consider improving other language skills as more important than improving reading" (as cited by Khreisat & Kaur (2014) . Thus, stressing the value of extensive/recreational reading among students needs to be heightened (Al Seyabi & Al Rashdi, 2016) .
As stated earlier, there were no significant differences between school students and foundation program students in their behavioural attitudes towards EFL reading. Furthermore, items concerned with more behavioural aspects of reading attitude seemed to receive lower means than items examining affective and cognitive dimensions. For example, the statement investigating whether students prepared the reading texts at home before going to class received one of the lowest means among items investigating all three dimensions (3.06 for school students, and 3.17 for foundation program students). The same can be said about the statement investigating whether students borrow stories and other reading material for more extensive reading. In fact, this statement received the lowest mean among all statements by grade 11 and 12 students. While this might partly be attributed to the lack of extensive reading material, it also reflects that students in general, whether at school or at the university foundation programs, are less willing to exert effort towards actual reading, a finding that lends support, to a certain extent, to Mathewson's (2004) attitude model which states that positive reading attitudes that come in the form of enjoyment and other affective forms do not necessarily lead to active reading behaviour.
Influence of family, friends and teachers
Besides investigating the three dimensions of attitude, the present study has also looked at the influence of some variables that might affect reading attitude, namely, the role of the family, friends and teachers. Table 3 displays t-test results for differences between students in post-basic schools and students in foundation programs in their views with regard to these variables. Germane to factors, interestingly, findings revealed that the students' families play a much more important role in encouraging them to learn and read. Table 3 above reveals that there were no significant differences between both groups of students in this regard. With regard to family encouragement, both school and university students have an equal mean score of (3.87), a stronger score than the one received by the item investigating the role of friends in influencing students' reading motivation and behaviour. It is important to bear in mind that unlike thirty or forty years ago in Oman, most parents of students in their last years of school and those in their first years of university education are educated parents. University students, for example, are secondgeneration students. It is not unlikely that their parents have graduated from the same universities or at least other higher education institutions in the country. These parents realize the importance of education in general and of reading in particular as a tool to enhance their children's chances of success. This result resonates with Nickoli, Hendricks and Smith's (2003) study on home literacy environment, which reported a positive correlation between encouragement from parents as well as having access to reading material at home and positive reading attitudes. Compared with the role of the family, peer influence was found to be weaker. This was the case with both school and FP students as no significant differences were found between them with this regard. In short, the present study found that if and when students read, especially outside class, it is more likely a result of family encouragement than because of peer influence.
Another factor investigated is the teachers' ways of teaching reading in the EFL classroom. This is again an item that showed no significant differences between school students and FP students. The university FP students (Mean = 3.10) do not think that these teaching methods are as interesting as school students do (Mean = 3.49). This result is a little surprising considering that there are specific reading classes for foundation programs compared with English lessons at school where reading is integrated with other skill areas. Perhaps this happens because students expect a lot from teachers at higher levels but teachers do not fully meet their students' expectations.
Transferring the reading skills to university settings
The foundation program students' version of the questionnaire has also aimed to investigate university students' views with regard to their readiness to the reading requirements in their English classes and whether they thought school prepared them well in this regard. Table 4 shows the mean and standard deviation for the items falling under this area.
When university students were asked if they could transfer the reading skills they learned at post-basic education to the English classes at the foundation programs, their responses were low with a mean score of 2.94. One possible explanation could be illustrated in their response to another relevant statement: "Read-ing at the university is different from reading at school", which received a mean score of 4.0. University students have also felt that school did not prepare them well for the reading requirements of the foundation programs and that the reading they do at college is different. Although the statement does not specify what is different about reading, it is quite possible that students are referring to a wide range of aspects such as type and length of reading material as well as the teaching and learning approaches used. This emphasizes the void between the two settings and that the preparation students receive in school was not enough to equip them with the necessary skills before they attend university classes. Unfortunately, studies from various parts of the world have pointed to this "great divide" between secondary schools and higher education (Kirst & Venezia, 2001; Jolliffe & Harl, 2008) . Kirst and Venezia (2001) describe how the lack of coordination between schools on one hand and the post secondary sector on the other impedes successful transition between the two systems and call to open more channels of communication to help bridge this gap.
Implications and conclusion
In closing remarks, this paper has contributed to the plethora of literature available that investigated EFL reading. It has specifically addressed the following questions. How do students in their final years of school in Oman view reading in their English class? What are their attitudes towards it? To what extent do they perceive themselves to be good readers? Do students in the foundation programs of their university education hold similar views? Other questions that the paper explored were: To what extent do students feel school has prepared them to the reading requirements of their foundation programs at university and to what extent do they feel they can transfer the reading skills they acquired at school to their new university context?
The study has a number of pedagogic and administrative implications. In light of the findings of this paper, there are certain aspects that need to be considered when exposing or introducing students to reading materials. For example, it is very important to incorporate class activities that highlight the value of reading and the enjoyment that can be gained from engaging with texts. In their article on how to motivate and engage students in reading, Cambria and Guthrie (2010) suggest a number of activities that teachers can adopt in reading classes across different grade levels. In as early as the elementary classroom, teachers can choose activities that aim to achieve some or all of the following aims: 1) building success by choosing reading materials that have appropriate difficulty levels 2) assuring relevance by providing materials that students must value and relate to in order to grow dedication to read; 3) fostering awareness by discussing with students the knowledge that can be gained from reading which should fuel their longer-term dedication to reading; 4) affording choices that can be as small as choosing a partner to read with, choosing a colour card to read or choosing whether to take notes or not; 5) creating relations between students and teachers which should boost students' confidence in themselves and develop their trust in teachers' support; and 6) arranging social goals by creating reading projects that call for a student's organization and persistence in reading.
Moreover, finding that the affective domain of attitude is quite strong for both groups of students is a positive sign and is a fact that should be capitalized upon. We believe that with the careful selection of teaching approach, appropriate guidance as well as the provision of suitable materials, among other things, this strong affective attitude could be turned into positive cognitive and behavioural attitudes. The behavioural attitude towards reading can also be promoted through an explicit modelling of strategic tools that students can employ while reading to boost their confidence in their reading ability, ease their apprehension and encourage them to do more reading behaviour in future. Such strategic tools can range from very easy ones such as rereading difficult parts of a text and guessing the meaning of unknown words from context to more comprehensive strategies such as relating the information read to other information presented in other contexts or to students' background knowledge (Farrell, 2001 ).
The cultivation of a reading culture and the promotion of reading practices in school is also another helping factor to foster reading habits. Grabe (2008) has stressed the notion that educational establishments should pre-pare students not only to be competent in reading but also to attain a lifelong desire for reading and learning. It is interesting to note here that Grabe did not tackle the cognitive facet of students' learning only but he also emphasized the importance of the affective domain in promoting students' reading attitudes. Among the causes behind reading weaknesses in the Arab world is that Arab EFL students lack reading practice (Mourtaga, 2005) . Hence, creating a culture of healthy reading habits is very much needed at both school and university levels. Also, teachers need to stress the value of extensive reading and its importance on students' reading achievement and performance (Khreisat & Kaur, 2014) . To help achieve this, it is extremely important to equip schools and school libraries with adequate reading material and work on making them more reader-friendly (Al Seyabi & Al Rashdi, 2016) . Financial support from private companies and businesses is indispensable with this regard.
Both the learning and social community in which the student is a member play a significant role in creating and modelling a culture of reading. This role is played by parents, siblings, teachers, friends and other members of the family but it is mainly parents at home and teachers at school who are held responsible for all the beliefs and thoughts that students establish and carry with them about reading. Students need to be guided by their parents and instructed by their teachers to read in their first language and that the loving-reading habit needs to be seeded in their heads at an early age so that they can practice it later on in their lives (Ismail & Tawalbeh, 2014) .
The study's finding regarding students' inability to transfer the reading skills acquired at school to the university context is quite alarming as it points to a serious gap that exists between the two contexts. This calls for urgent communication and coordination of efforts. It is very important that educationalists from all sectors concerned, such as the Ministry of Education in Oman as well as higher education institutions work together to bring about required changes in consultations with the other end. Of particular importance is teachers' teaching approach of the reading skill. In fact, literature on school effectiveness has pointed to a positive relationship between the type of teaching approaches employed in secondary schools and students' achievement in higher education in general and their first year experience in particular (Torenbeek et al., 2011) . Students' experiences at school and the way they were taught seem to have a long-term effect on their university education.
Of late, we as parents, teachers and practitioners have to enforce the skill of reading at home and in schools or universities. Not only do we have to focus on reading as a skill but we also have to care about how our students view reading and their attitudes towards it. Let us not forget that those learners are also digitally oriented and electronically minded. Hence, what might not interest them on paper alone; they can find it more intriguing on screen. To close, we opt for our future generations to acquire positive attitudes towards reading and sustainable reading skills.
